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Robert Gray, School of Business, Western New England College, rgray@wnec.edu
Anil Gulati, School of Business, Western New England College, agulati@wnec.edu
Abstract
This paper provides a brief review of previous
research identifying issues of concern to MIS executives
and discusses the results of a preliminary study of
strategic information systems planning practices and
perceptions among MIS executives. The results show a
striking difference in the SISP issues of concern to MIS
executives in small versus large MIS organizations.
Introduction
Studies of the importance of various issues to IS
executives are important in a number of ways:  (1) They
help to focus and direct research efforts into channels that
are most likely to benefit or to respond to the needs and
priorities of the practitioner community; (2) they provide
an essential basis for tracking and evaluating the efficacy
and direction of SIS planning and development efforts;
and (3) they allow us to assess the impact of our own
ideas and to assess how new ideas and technologies and
changes in the business environment affect IS planning.
Table 1  SIM Survey Rankings
1994 1990 1986 Description of Issue
1 6 NA Responsive IT Infrastructure
2 NA NA Business Process Redesign
3 12 NA Distributed Systems
4 1 8 Information Architecture
5 10 11 Communication Networks
6 9 13 Software Development
7 2 7 Data as Corporate Resource
8 4 12 Human Resources
9 7 5 Alignment in Organization
10 3 1 Strategic Planning
11 NA NA Collaborative Systems
11 16 9 Measuring Effectiveness
13 11 4 IS's Role and Contribution
14 5 3 Organizational Learning
15 15 NA Legacy Applications
16 18 6 End-User Computing
17 8 2 Competitive Advantage
18 12 14 Multi-Vendor Integration
19 12 NA Electronic Data Interchange
20 NA NA Outsourcing
The value of such studies has long been recognized;
MIS Quarterly, for example, has regularly published
papers on this subject since the early 1980’s.  It is
worthwhile to review some of these studies; collectively,
they provide a partial basis for understanding the
evolution of IS strategic planning issues and of MIS itself.
The Society for Information Management (SIM) has
sponsored a series of studies, each of which has been
published in MIS Quarterly.  The SIM studies are based
on surveys of SIM members conducted in 1980, (Ball and
Harris, 1982), 1983 (Dickson, et al., 1984), 1986
(Brancheau and Wetherbe, 1987), 1990 (Niederman, et
al., 1991), and, most recently, in 1994 (Breancheau, et al.,
1996). Table 1 summarizes the rankings obtained from
the three most recent SIM studies.
Table 2  Hartog and Herbert Survey Rankings
Rank Issue Score
1 Planning 3.4
2 Aligning MIS with the Business Goals 3.3
3 Software Development 3.3
4 Data Utilization 3.3
5 End-User Computing 3.1
6 Data Security 3.1
7 Integration of Technologies 3.1
8 Educating Senior Personnel 3.0
9 Quality Assurance 2.9
10 Telecommunications Technology 2.8
11 Office Automation 2.8
12 Information Centers 2.8
13 Telecommunications Deregulation 2.7
14 Measuring Productivity 2.7
15 Recruiting and Training 2.7
16 Fourth Generation Languages 2.6
17 Centralization 2.6
18 External Data 2.3
19 Decision Support Systems 2.2
20 Computer Integrated Manufacturing 2.1
21 Expert Systems and Artificial
Intelligence
1.9
It is interesting to contrast these results with those
from a 1985 survey (Hartog and Herbert, 1986) of firms
in the St. Louis area (See Table 2).  This survey was
conducted in the same general time frame as the 1986
SIM study, and it is interesting to note that their results
are closely, although certainly not perfectly, aligned.  For
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example, both rank strategic planning first, and both rank
alignment among the top five issues.  Microcomputers
and their impact on end-user computing was a concern for
nearly all MIS organizations in the mid-1980’s, and both
studies give similar rankings (5th and 6th) for end-user
computing.  On the other hand, there are some striking
differences.  For example, Software Development is
ranked 3rd in the 1985 study, but it is ranked 13th in both
the 1980 and the 1986 SIM studies.  On the other hand, it
is ranked 4th in the 1983 SIM study.
Data security ranks 6th in the 1985 study, but
information security and control is ranked only 18th in the
1986 SIM study--continuing a gradual decline in
importance from12th and 14th in the 1980 and 1983
studies, respectively. These differences may reflect issues
associated with the adoption of desktop systems. For
example, the IBM PC, the platform that most fueled the
end-user computing revolution of the 1980s, began
shipping late in 1981; companies began buying them in
large numbers in 1982 and 1983, and it may be that the
period from roughly 1983 to 1985 marked a period during
which MIS attention was dominated by that technological
shift.  In any event, it is worth noting that end-user
computing is ranked as the 2nd most important MIS issue
in the 1983 SIM study.
Other studies have identified MIS issues of concern in
more indirect ways. For example, Earl’s study of SISP
efforts in 27 companies in the UK (Earl, 1993) also
identified the top five objectives of SISP (See Table 3).
Similarly, based on a study conducted in 1986, Galliers
(1987) ranked the major reasons behind IS strategic
planning.  A related 1992 study  (Galliers, Merali, and
Spearing, 1994) obtained the rankings shown in Table 3
for the ten most important IS management issues.
Table 3  Galliers, et. al. 1992 Rankings
Rank Issues
1 Improving IS strategic planning
2 Data as a corporate resource
3 Business process redesign
4= Developing an information architecture
4= Quality of software development
6 Security and control
7 IS for competitive advantage
8 Education of senior management
9 Measuring IS effectiveness
10 Organizational learning
In addition to studies conducted by the academic
community, Computer Science Corporation (CSC, 1999)
has conducted annual surveys of IS management issues
since 1989.  Like the SIM studies, these surveys of up to
600 MIS executives are valuable as a longitudinal study
of trends in IS management concerns.  Table 4
summarizes the CSC rankings for the last ten years.
Inferences from the studies cited here are risky since
they differ in significant ways including methodologies,
issue definitions, and survey populations (including type
and size of firm and relative position of the IS executives
surveyed). Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to compare the
findings for common trends.  Perhaps the most obvious
similarity is the importance given to IS and business
alignment. Alignment is rated first or second for the first
Table 4  CSC Survey Rankings
Top IS/IT Issues 1999 98 97 96 95 94 93 92 91 90
Connecting to Customers, Suppliers Electronically 1 4 5 7 7 16 16 20 15 19
Organizing and Utilizing Data 2 3 2 2 3 3 4 4 5 7
Aligning IS and Corporate Goals 3 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 2 4
Developing an E-Business Strategy 4 19 NR NR NR NR NR NR NR NR
Integrating Systems 5 6 6 5 16 8 11 13 9 16
Optimizing Enterprise-Wide Systems 6 NR NR NR NR NR NR NR NR NR
Instituting Cross-Functional Information Systems 7 6 9 3 2 4 4 6 3 3
Capitalizing on Advances in IT 8 5 3 5 15 13 14 19 20 NR
Improving the IS Human Resource 9 2 7 11 5 9 12 5 13 11
Educating Management on IT 10 11 13 13 11 18 18 16 14 2
Using IT for Competitive Breakthroughs 11 10 3 4 13 15 15 14 12 8
Creating an Information Architecture 12 8 8 9 8 5 7 3 8 9
Cutting IS Costs 13 12 12 15 17 12 6 11 11 10
Improving the Systems Development Process 14 13 11 12 10 6 3 9 4 6
Updating Obsolete Systems 15 9 10 8 9 7 8 18 NR 13
Changing Technology Platforms 16 17 16 14 12 9 10 NR NR NR
Restructuring the IS Function 17 13 17 17 NR NR NR NR NR NR
Managing Dispersed Computing 18 20 15 16 NR NR NR NR NR NR
Determining IS Value 19 16 19 19 NR NR NR NR NR NR
Implementing Business Reengineering 20 13 14 10 4 1 1 2 1 1
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8 of the past 9 years in the CSC surveys, as it was in the
1985 survey by Hartog and Herbert.  On the other hand,
the SIM studies show this issues as steadily declining in
importance, ranking 9th in the 1994 survey.
Data Collection
During the last quarter of 1999 we began a study of
SISP practices among local corporations.  This study has
several purposes including to understand the issues of
concern to IS executives in companies in our area but also
to ascertain some of the factors that account for the
differences in rankings among respondents. This
preliminary study consisted of interviews based on a
prepared questionnaire with MIS executives in ten local
organizations. The questionnaire consisted of three
sections:  The first two were intended to gather
information about the respondent’s background and the
firm’s strategic information systems processes.  The third
section presented a list of 30 issues that we had identified
from the literature as possibly being important to SISP.
Respondents were asked to rank the five issues that they
regarded as being most important for IS/IT departments to
address as we enter the new millenium.
The ranks assigned by the respondents were analyzed
to produce aggregate rankings as follows.  For each of the
30 issues the ranks assigned were converted to a score
proportional to the number of responses. The resulting
scores were converted to a rank with the highest score
receiving the highest rank and the lowest score receiving
the lowest rank. This process eliminated those issues that
received no rankings.  Reponses were grouped in two
groups based on the size of the MIS organization into a
group of five “small” firms and a group of five “large”
firms.  A similar analysis and ranking was then performed
for each group.  The results are presented in Table 5.
Summary and conclusions
The MIS organizations in our sample ranged from 11
to approximately 1200 persons. Among the small firms,
the range was from 11 to 170 with a mean of 88; the large
firms ranged from 280 to 1200 with a mean of 610. The
results show that the overall ranking for our sample are
not surprisingly different from the latest CSC data.
However, we observed that the small firm rankings were
very different from the large firm rankings.  The
Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient comparing the
rankings of large and small firms was 0.42 and was
significant (p<.05).  Although there is substantial
agreement among both large and small firms on at least
three of the top five issues, that agreement breaks down
with respect to the top rated issue.  "Connecting to
customers, suppliers, and/or partners electronically" was
the top-rated issue for large firms; but for the small firms,
it ranked fifth in importance, along with several other
issues. Even more striking is the importance attached to
"Improving the IS human resource" which is fourth
among large firms but only eleventh among small firms.











1 2 1 Aligning IS and Corporate Goals
2 1 5 Connecting to Customers, Suppliers
and/or Partners Electronically
3 3 2 Using IT for Competitive
Breakthroughs
4 4 3 Creating an Information Architecture
5 4 11 Improving the IS Human Resource
6 7 9 Integrating Systems
7 6 Developing an IS Strategic Plan
7 8 13 Implementing Business Reengineering
9 4 Cross-Functional Information Systems
9 9 9 Enabling Change and Nimbleness
11 5 Capitalizing on Advances in IT
11 5 Developing a Digital/E-Commerce
Strategy
11 5 Organizing and Utilizing Data
14 9 16 Software Development Quality
15 11 Developing Executive Information
Systems
16 13 Determining the Value of IS
16 13 Restructuring the IS Function
18 16 Improving the Systems Development
Process
18 16 Cutting IS Costs
These differences in themselves are interesting, but
perhaps the most notable difference apparent from Table
5 is this:  When asked to rank the top 5 issues, large firms
identified a total of ten issues; the small firms, on the
other hand, identified a total of 18 separate issues.  In
other words, the concerns of the smaller organizations
appear to be much more diverse.  Why this should be the
case is not immediately clear, and it may be tempting to
shrug off the difference as simply a reflection of
diminutive size and capability on the part of the small
firms.  However, we believe that an MIS organization of
88 or more people is not inconsiderable; at the very least,
it requires a fairly credible operation just to support the
payroll for such an organization. If there is a consistent
difference in issues and concerns among executives in
medium versus large MIS organizations, we believe it
warrants our attention and further inquiry.
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